Abstract. The occurrence and importance of intra-and inter-sexual conflicts were studied in a blue tit, Parus caeruleus, population with a high level of polygyny. Males could increase their chances of becoming polygynous by actively attracting extra females or by displaying towards visiting floater females. Polygynous males allocated their parental care in relation to the hatching interval between the two broods. If the hatching interval was small, males divided their effort between the primary and the secondary nest. If the hatching interval was large, males fed only the nestlings of the primary female. Primary females that had to share male help did not fledge fewer young, but survived less well. Primary females tried to prevent or delay the settlement of secondary females by behaving aggressively towards all intruder females and by guarding their mates. Secondary females fledged more young if they received more help, that is, if the hatching interval was small, but there was no effect on female survival. Secondary females tried to settle early during the breeding season despite severe aggression of primary females. Secondary females needed less time for nest building and incubation and laid a smaller clutch, which increased the probability of hatching their young early relative to the primary brood. It is concluded that sexual conflicts play an important role in shaping the mating system of the blue tit and that parental care is the key factor in these conflicts.
Most earlier studies on the mechanisms causing the evolution of avian mating systems primarily focused on male-male competition over essential breeding resources, such as a territory, nest sites and females, and on female choice (e.g. Verner & Willson 1966; Emlen & Oring 1977; Wittenberger 1979; Wittenberger & Tilson 1980; Oring 1982) . Male-male competition and female choice are both important, because male reproductive success mainly depends on the number of females that can be fertilized, while female reproductive success depends on the quality of the male or the resources he provides (Orians 1969; Trivers 1972; Emlen & Oring 1977; Wittenberger 1979) . Female-female competition has hitherto received far less attention (Ahnesjö et al. 1993; Berglund et al. 1993) , although a growing number of studies suggests that intra-sexual competition in females may have important evolutionary consequences (review in Slagsvold & Lifjeld 1994).
Our understanding of avian polygyny has much benefited from two recent approaches in the study of mating systems that take female-female competition into account. (1) Davies (1989) pointed out that mating systems are unlikely to be explained by the choice of just one party because there are often conflicts of interest both within and between sexes. Therefore, individuals will not always end up in the option they choose and a variable mating system may arise as an outcome of sexual conflicts. This is beautifully illustrated in the study of the dunnock, Prunella modularis (Davies 1992) . (2) While the polygyny-threshold model and most alternative models (see Searcy & Yasukawa 1989) are exclusively based on the choice of the settling female, two new models (modified versions of the polygyny-threshold model) for the occurrence of polygyny have been developed that consider the potential importance of female-female competition for male help. The 'asynchronous-settlement model' (Leonard 1990) states that females use asynchronous settlement as a way to reduce competition for male help. The argument is that if there is a large interval between the two nesting attempts, the overlap between the nestling periods will be reduced and the male can help rear the first brood to fledging and then help rear the secondary female's brood. However, males may not invest in late broods at all (see
